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ABSTRACT 

Instructional discussion is a classroom ^eacliing 
method by which students move through material to a predetermined, 
new understanding by building on each other's contributions and by 
utilizing the more experienced learner's (the teacher ' :^]|^. past 
experiences with the material. This article describes IjiQth the 
characteristics and the planning of linstructional disciii^sion, 
outlines seven levels of questions which can generate Iprodnctive , . 
interaction (memory, translation, interpretation, application, 
Analysis, synthesis, and evaluation) , and provides a pattern which 
may be followed by teachers first attempting to use this strategy, 
(JH) 
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teacher-r T^student^t and so on» One way to avoid this switchboard pattern is 
"to know-4i0W— to - use -questioning- -int^actioni - The fallow- 



l ag claoolflcatloni which drawa from -N orris M. Sanders' Cl a88 ro cTn- <)ue8 t l o n3 t 

What Kinfe -y <^^n ^elp^ develop^ ^our expertise as^ a tjuestltmeri 

Questions That Raise or Lower the Leval of Thinking 

Level l~KeTDory * # 

This category of thinking 1^ prfictically self explmiatory , but it should 
be noted that more complex mental ij)rocesses cannot take place until the facts 
or information have been remembered. These questions usually ask what , when , 
\rhere, and who . 

Example: • ''According- to out author, what are the principle strengths 
and weaknesses of nonyerbal conmunication?" 

Level II-Translation 

Translation is defined as changing information into one's own words or 
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into another form. Many times a teacher will want to check a student's under- 
standing of information that has be^d given to him. A question that calls for 
the student to "translate" the given information into his own words or into , ^ 
another form can often accomplish this. 

Example: "Now that we have studied the characteristics of human 

communication,' how would you describe the interdependence 
of communicators?" 

"Describe, In your own words, what perception checking 
means." 

ft 

Level III — Interpretation 

Interpretation is defined as discovering and explaining relationships 
between facts, generalizations, definitions, values, and skills. At this level 
of thinking, the student should be able to take sets of information and make 
comparisons accotding to similarities or differences. The students should be 
able to determine wKat ideas, by implication, might result from certain information. 
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- the term "instructional discussion" refers hejre to a particular .type of 
{s^ discussipni it occurs in a classroom getting and. is a teaching method by 

T-H which students move through material to a predetermined new understanding. 

»-« ' . . " • • ■ ' ■ ^ 

dj ^® teacher, with the help of students, determines the goal of the discussion 

based on a careful assessment of vhat material students already understand 

and the areas which need to be explored. Sometimes the need is to simply 

acknowledge and comprehend a concept; other times it may be important to 

move through various levels of learning to the making' of informal judgments, 

interpretations, applications, evaluations, etc. 

In this form of interaction, students are encouraged to advance the 

group thoughtline collectively by building upon each other's contributions 

and by utilizing the more experienced learner's (the teacher's) past experiences 

with the vmterial. This kind of discussion presupposes an unequal distribution 

of ^knowledge; the teacher has studied the materiial much longer than the students 

and has worked through It with previous classes. It also assumes, however, that 

students will apprbpriate knowledge for their own use only if a need to know. is 

created and if students feel the material Is useful for their own lives. Since 

students provide the majority of the input in an instructional vdiscussion, 

reasons for knowing the information and possibilities for application usually 

become very apparent to them. 

Instructional discussion has the following characteristics: 

1. It is a teaching method by which students move from point A 
(beginning point-- may have little or no understanding of 
Ideas^ concepts, etc.) to point B (new understanding— usually 
of firmly established concepts) as a result of the activity. 
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2. It utilizes differing types of questions to stimulate the. 
development of the group thoughtlines which moves forward 
in a more or less orderly fashion toward a given goal. 

'- " - — ^ » p . . - " IT...- 

3\ It draws out and integrates students' relevant, personal 

■ ' — experience in ord e r t o r each the goal by way of a rouue — 

that is meaningful to s^tudents. 

4» It is open to a change in goal if reason for such a change 
becomes apparent. 

5. It requires analysis and integration of ^iven or remembered 
data and generally require^ higher order thinkipg; it is not 
a reb^^tation session. 

6. It involves the total group; thus the teacher should feel a 
responsibirity to encourage participation. 

7. It has a flexible general framework which is constructed in 
advance by the teacher; the specific route to the goal is 
determined by student inptit. 

8. It requires an experienced learner (teacher). 

9. It elicits sti^dent questions as well as ansilrers. 

10. ' It requires carefully prepared questions and alternatives plus 
a means of integrating responses. 

Planning an instructional discussion is somewhat different from planning 
other classroom activities, because the teacher is l,^rested less in what she 
or he will say and more in how to create and organize effective questioning which 
will enable students to reason toward or discover information and insights without 
being told. In other words, whereas classroom questions are t3rpically used solely 
to determine what students have learned, questions in an Instructional discussion 
are used to advance thoughtline development ^ a^d to stimulate discovery learning. 
In this teaching method, the purpose of asking questions is not to check retention 
but to move students through the lower levels of thinking to the analysis, synthe- 
sis, and evaluation levels. 

Care must be taken, however, to avoid setting up* the teacher as a switch- 
board operator or using her or him as the focal point of the discussion. When a 
teacher comes prepared to ask questidtti, the tendency is for the interaction to 
fall into a mechanical pattern of Teacher ^student- ►teacher ^student^ i> 
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When a student Is unable to respond at this (or any subsequent) level of 

asking a question* chac cails tor^ m this case, either translation or memory. ' 

Example: "Does sTi airing always promote lnt«persbna^ trust ~~ 

"In what ways does the perception of persons differ 
from the perception of objects?" 

i j^el IV — ^Application 

Application thinking Involves the solving of problems through identl-* 

flcation of Issues and selection of appropriate generalizations and skills. 

The application questions should be designed no that it gives the students 

practice In the transfer of knowledge. These questions should have the following 

characteristics. 9 

1. The knowledge asked for should have explanatory or problem 
solving power. 

2. The knowledge should be dealt with In Its entirety rather 
than In parts or segments. 

3. (The qyestlon should contain a minimum of directions since 
rt Is based on pre^lougly, learned material and thus the 
^Tudents should know what to do. ^ 

The application question differs from the Interpretation question since 

it requires the' student to go beyond just knowing a theory and being able to 

demos trate its use when asked to do so. When presented with a problem, the 

student must Independently choose pertinent knowledge and then apply an approp*-* 

rlate theory. 

Example: "How can spontaneity contribute to both the development and 
the deterioration of an interpersonal relationship?" 

"Use paraphrasing and parasupporting to reach consensus on a 
solution to this problem." 

Level V — Analysis 

Analysis is the systematic examination of facts in order to solve problems. 
It differs from the lower levels of application and InCerpretatioA in that the 



teacher must know and tea cK to the students the rules for reaching valid con-» 
clusioBs^ — 33ie^nalyBl-8r^4iest-ion^--i^i^-fehe— 6^*^ 



— difficult to u o o In tho claooroem^ but tciiachers should beco me-^vare-of-'^he — 

reasonsHlFor-Aislng- tt-! — 

^ 1. To teach students to reason from the specific to the general 
(Induction)* ♦ 

2* To teach students to reason from generalisations to specific 
^ Instances (deduction) • 

3» To teach students to recognize and Identify fallacies or 
' common mistakes In reasoning. 

The analysis question Is usually posed In a way that would ^approximate 

tlie way the problem would be encountered outside of the classroom. The students 

may be presented with an example of reasoning and Instructed to analyze lt# 

Example: Good Interpersonal communication Is spontaneous and 
natural, but classroom analyris of communication Is 
necessarily artificial and somewhat unnatural. There- 
fore, you can't really teach good Interpersonal communl- / 
cation. Is this conclusion valid or Invalid? 



Level Vl—Synthesls 

Synthesis Is defined as solving a problem that requires original, creative 

thinking. The synthesis question offers to the student more freedom than is 

found In any previous level of tihlnklng, since It Is not limited to the subject 

matter or particular processes that are stated or Implied In the question. The 

student finds himself forced with a problem th^ offers a variety of possibilities 

from which he may derive many satisfactoxry answers. In order to arrive at these 

answers, the student is encouraged to use whatever information or thought processes 

that he can summon. When synthesis questions are used, lit is important that the 

atmosphere of the classroom be such that the students kriow that the teacher does 

not have an answer in mind which the student is expected to duplicate^ 

Example: "If we become human in relationships with others, what 
role does solitude play in personal growth?" 
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Level VII~Evaluatlon * r 

l4i-evalua4dL<)nx-a^^^den1^^^k^ 

^^^^yrf*! f^Y» f*/^ 1i4 



^wn standard s^ — In order for a qucstioc^to yaallfy 



for—tMs levei -of -thinking^ ^o^-^aMc^^ — ^ 

1* The student must set up appropriate standards* 

2# The student must determine whether or jpt*-th^ object or 
Idea In question meets those stlindards| ' ( 

Before a student can properlV^valu^te,' he mu&t,have preparation 

■ ■ ■ - • ' . ' V ' n 

which falls primarily In the mfemoiry and Interpretation levels of 'thinking I 
but which also Includes all other levels* The student must also know something 
abbut the nature of 'values* Unlike Information » valuejs cannot alwi^ys be deter-* 
mined to )}e true or falpe; therefore. In evaluation. Information and values 
cannot be treated In the same manner. 

■ ' f ' 

ExampJ.es "In your own judgment what kinds of communlcatlonP behavior In 
others creates barriers or breakdowns In your potential 
' relationships'" with these Individuals?" 



Levels of Thinking 
1. Memory 



Teaching Goals 

To have student know 
factual material 



Student; Behavior 
Recall facts given 



2. Translation 



To have students demon- 
strate understanding of 
factual material 



State given 
Information In 
one's own words* 

2* Give definition 
for terms used in 
light of student's 
former experience* 



3* Interpretation 



To have students show 
relationships between 
facts* 



Tl Determine wnecner 
i ideas and facts 
are identical 
similar, unrelated^ 
different or contra- 
dictory (comparisons 
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^.evels of, Thinking 



Teaching Goals 



Student Behavior 



which folJLow from 
specifi c e vtdence- 



(Impllcatlons) • 



4* Application 



5* Analysis . 



\. Synthesis 



7* Evaluation 
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4. 



Show relationship 
of generalization 
to Its supporting 
evidence* 

Show relationship 
of value, skill or 
definition to an 
exatople of Its use« 



To have students solve 
problems using prevlotis 
knowledge. 



Use previously 
learned materials 
or skills Iri new 
situations* 



To have students examine 
facts In order to solve 
problems* 



To have students 
examine alternative 
methods of solving 
problems* 

To offer students 
freedom In selection 
of solutions* 



To have students make an 
assessment of value 
according to their own 
standards* 
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1* Reason from the 
specific to the 
general (Inductive 
thinking) * . 

2* Reason from the 
general to the 
specific (deductive 
thinking) * 



Bring together all 
facts to offer many 
possible solutions 
to given problems* 



1* Set up appropriate 
standards* 

2* Determine whether 
Ideas or objects 
meet the standards 
as set up* 



I While there are many ways ot planning an Instructional discussion, the 
pattern which follows has been helpful to teacl\ers who a re flirst attemp ting 
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to use this strategy. The example below Is a bstracted from sample behav-forfi 

iiuefi^tlona ^ illu3Ja:aJ:€L^^t^ lower to higher^JLarela jjf 

thinking. ^ 

Goal: Through Instructional discussion, the students will discover the signi- 
ficance of nonverbal communication In human communication* 





, Possible Primary and Secondary Questions 

: : ^ 


Information that must be under, 
stood by the students 


1» What Is the counterpart of verbal com- ^ 
munlcatlon? . 

\ 


f 

1. The students will define non- 
verbal ^communication and iden- 
tify Its major elements* 

V 



2* Bow would you describe nonyerbal ' 
coi^unlcatlon? 

3. Can you identify major elemen^s^f non- 
verbal communication? 

\ 

• a* What is paralinguistics? 
b. What is body language? 
c» What is kinesics, proximics? 

1» What are the major characteristics of 

each of the elements of nonverbal commun^.- 
cation? 



2. -The students will differentiate 
among nonverbal elements and 
describe how each can be utilized 
in communication* 



2* How do they differ from each other? 

3* What would happen if any oen of the 
elements was removed? 

A* What would happen if all of the elements 
of nonverbal were removed from a communi- 
cation event? 



1* Why do people need to communicate both 
verbally and nonverbally? 



3* The students will analyze non- 
verbal communication do assess 
its contribution to the communi- 
cation act* 



2* How does nonverbal contribute to the 
message? 
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Possible Primary and Secondary Questions 

> 



Information That Must Be Under- 
stood by the Students 



3. How does nonverbal influence the 



reception of a message? 



1» What are the major characteristics 
of your own nonverbal coTmHmication? 




4, The -students' will appraise 
their own nonverbal communi- 
cation and evaluate strengths 
and weaknesses* 



Etc. 



The teacher begins with right hand column A) determine, not the 
salient points of an outline , but the behaviors or segments of knowledge which 



discussion. With that determined, the teacher then moves to the left hand column 
to create questions which will elicit appropriate responses frpm thejstudents. 
Primary questions which advance the group thoughtline should be developed, 
followed by secondary questions which are utilized if the students don't under- 
stand or can't answer the primary question* 

Many differing types of questions are useful in instbictional discussion. 
Since the more complex mental processes cannot take place until there are facts 
or information on which to focus, most instructional diacussions begin by answer- 
ing the who, what, when, and where about a particular person. Incident, concept, 
or idea. When those answers are established, hopefully by student con triblit ions, 
the discussion can move on from such concrete questions to questions of application, 
analysis, synthesis, and evaluation, which are the questions of how and why. 

Probes, or responses to student responses, can also help develop the 
discussion's thoughtline. After the student has responded in dome way to one of 
her or his questions, th& teacher may want to probe the response to generate 
greater critical awareness. Probing questions like "t^at do you mean?'.' or "Can 

you explain that further?" can encourage the student to* clarify his or her response. 

f 

"What are you assuming here?", "Why do you think that is so?", "Have you overs impli- 



the or he expects students to have achieved as a result of the instructional 
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fled this issue — is there mpre ta this?" c^n help the student Justify or 
rationally support his or h«^ response. If the teachex wanta ta refocua a 
student response, he or she might continue with^ "What are the IropHrnfinng 



of this fo^.. •_•?", or "Can you take it fjrom there and relate it to ^7*\ 
Responses to student responses can also be prompting, or can be used to draw 

V 

others into the discussion. 

It is important, in short,* for the teacher to recognize that questions 
and probes of all types can be employed to move the' class thoughtline along. 
The teacher must consciously attempt to take student responses and Iritegrate 

them in order to reach the overall objective xor the discussion. Sh^/he ihust 

I 

> / 

always be open to change, of course, if a better or different goal emerges as 
a result of the discussion and if it seems worthy of pursuit. 
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FOOTNOTES 



!• Sanders , TTorris H, , Clas grboiD (Tuesli rons t TThat TCInds (New York: Harper 
and Roi/, 1966), 
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